Peregrinations: Journal of
Medieval Art and Architecture
Volume 7

Issue 4

216-289

2021

A Crown of Flesh, Sound, and Light. Savonarola’s Animated Gift
for the Virgin Mary
Loretta Vandi
Independent Scholar

Follow this and additional works at: https://digital.kenyon.edu/perejournal
Part of the Ancient, Medieval, Renaissance and Baroque Art and Architecture Commons

Recommended Citation
Vandi, Loretta. "A Crown of Flesh, Sound, and Light. Savonarola’s Animated Gift for the Virgin Mary."
Peregrinations: Journal of Medieval Art and Architecture 7, 4 (2021): 216-289. https://digital.kenyon.edu/
perejournal/vol7/iss4/9

This Feature Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Art History at Digital Kenyon: Research,
Scholarship, and Creative Exchange. It has been accepted for inclusion in Peregrinations: Journal of Medieval Art
and Architecture by an authorized editor of Digital Kenyon: Research, Scholarship, and Creative Exchange. For more
information, please contact noltj@kenyon.edu.

Vandi

____________________

PEREGRINATIONS_____________

JOURNAL OF MEDIEVAL ART AND ARCHITECTURE
VOLUME VII, NUMBER 4 (AUTUMN 2021)

A Crown of Flesh, Sound, and Light. Savonarola’s Animated Gift
for the Virgin Mary
LORETTA VANDI
Independent scholar

Introduction
In the short, but intense history of publications of Fra Girolamo
Savonarola (1452–1498) during his lifetime, the Compendio di Revelatione
[Compendium of Revelations] occupies a special place.1 Written and published
in 1495 first in the vernacular,2 and shortly after in Latin,3 (Fig. 1) the favor the

Abbreviations: BNCF = Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale Firenze; BSLu = Biblioteca Statale Lucca
I would like to express my gratitude to the director of the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale of Florence, Dr
Luca Bellingeri, to the chief librarian of the Manuscript Department, Dr David Speranzi, to Dr Roberta
Masini, and to the assistants Erik Boni, Flavia Consonni, Elisa Paggetti, Carmela Santalucia, and Adelina
Taffuri.
Angela Crucitti (ed.), Compendio di rivelazioni, testo volgare e latino e Dialogus de veritate prophetica
(Rome, 1974); Bernard McGinn, Apocalyptic Spirituality: Treatises and Letters of Lactantius, Adso of
Montier-en-Der, Joachim of Fiore, The Spiritual Franciscans, Savonarola (New York, 1979), pp. 192–
276 (translation of Compendio di Revelatione).
1

BNCF, Magl. Cust. F. 2. var (a), Compendio di Revelatione, Impresso in Firenze per ser
Francescho Buonaccorsi nel Mcccclxxxxv. A di xviii di Agosto (18 August 1495), 4 o, rom., fols. 1–
52. The only illustration is a metal-cut (195 x 125 mm) featuring the Virgin’s crown, printed on a
sheet (200 x 138 mm) that does not belong to the book’s quires. Other copies, all in BNCF, are
Magl. E. 6. 36 var (b); Pal. E. 6. 3. 32 var (a); Guicciardini 6. 3. 12 var (a); Sav. 347 var (a); Sav. 348
(1). Piero Scapecchi (ed.), Catalogo degli incunaboli della Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze
(Florence, 2017), p. 367; Id. (ed.), Catalogo delle edizioni di Girolamo Savonarola (secc. XV-XVI)
possedute dalla Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze (Florence, 1998).
2

BNCF, Magl. Cust. F. 1, Compendium revelationum, Impressit Florentiae ser Franciscus
Bonaccorsius anno salutis Mcccclxxxxv v. nonas mensis Octobris (3 October 1495), 4 o, rom., fols.
3–52. This edition bears the same metal-cut of the Virgin’s crown printed in the vernacular
version. Additional copies in BNCF are Palat. 25. 3. 3. 15 (1) and Guicciardini 3. 6. 13. Scapecchi
3
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Figure 1 Fra Girolamo preaching in the Cathedral of Florence, in Girolamo
Savonarola, Compendio di Revelatione, Florence, Morgiani-Petri, 1495, BNCF, Magl.
Cust. F. 3. Photo: author, work in the public domain

(ed.), Catalogo degli incunaboli, p. 366; Angela Crucitti, “Il Compendium revelationum del
Savonarola: testo italiano e testo latino,” La Bibliofilia 2 (1972): 165–177.
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Figure 2 Frontispiece, in Hieronymus de Ferraria, Revelatio de Tribulationibus, Paris,
Guy Marchant, 1496, BNCF, Sav. 107. Photo: author, work in the public domain
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book enjoyed was probably due to the unique text, a blend of religious and
political thoughts concerning a series of prophecies and a visionary one-night
embassy journey to Heaven during which Savonarola brings a whole city, with
no distinction of classes and merits, to know Paradise.4 The Compendium of
Revelations, though deeply rooted in the history of Florence and specifically
narrating the stages that ended with the gift of a three-tiered crown to Mary—
the intercessor before God for the Florentine people—after less than one year
was also published in France and Germany.5 (Fig. 2) This interest probably
arose from Savonarola’s move to blend contemporary events with atemporal
entities as Faith, Prayer, Patience, and Simplicity, the four personifications that
accompanied him in his journey to Heaven.6 Also, sensational elements as fear
and foreboding, typical of prophecies, might have helped the diffusion of the

Pasquale Villari, La storia di Girolamo Savonarola e de’ suoi tempi, 2 vols. (Florence, 1898), II, pp.
339–342; Joseph Schnitzer, Savonarola, 2 vols. (Munich, 1924); It. trans. E. Rutili (Milan, 1931), I,
pp. 353–356, with interesting references to the reading of the Compendium by Duke Ercole d’Este
of Ferrara; Donald Weinstein, The Rise and Fall of a Renaissance Prophet (New Haven and London,
2011), pp. 148–163.
4

For the French edition, see BNCF, Sav. 107, Revelatio de Tribulationibus, Impressum Parisii per
Guidonem mercatoris [Guy Marchant] in officina sua retro collegium Naverre in descensum ad
collegium Attrabatense Anno Domini 1496 Die. vi. Augusti, 4 o, Gothic. On Guy Marchant, see
Sandra L. Hindman, “The Career of Guy Marchant (1483–1504): High Culture and Low Culture
in Paris,” in S.L. Hindman (ed.), Printing the Written Word: The Social History of Books, circa 1450–
1550 (Ithaca, 1991), pp. 68–100. For the German edition, see BNCF, Guicciardini, 3. 6. 13 (II),
Compendium revelationum, Ulma, Konrad Dinckmut, 23 viii 1496, 4o, Gothic. Albert Schramm, Die
Drucke von Konrad Dinckmut in Ulm (Leipzig, 1923); Scapecchi (ed.), Catalogo degli incunaboli, p.
366.
5

6

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fols. 11r–v.
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Compendium of Revelations among readers interested in what had been foreseen
and eventually occurred.7
However, another factor might have contributed to the book’s success,
dealing neither with morality nor prophecy, namely Savonarola’s attention to
reader’s response to a literary device, the animation of an object, a three-tiered
crown of precious stones in the form of hearts, indeed the true protagonist of
the story.8 In fact, in no other text by Savonarola a political and religious
message is supported by such enthralling a narration—partially mirroring St.
John’s Revelation and Dante’s ascension to Paradise—and climaxing with an
invocation sung by the hearts and addressed to the Virgin who, in turn, delivers
a short but meaningful speech, followed by a dialogue with Savonarola.9
Although during the first trial against him in April 1498 the Dominican friar
confessed that the vision of his embassy to the Virgin Mary had been a pretense,
in the Compendium of Revelations his oratorial ability weaves worldly and

7

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fols. 4r–9v.

Fra Pier Lotti, who was not present at the outstanding preaching of Savonarola in the Octave
of the Annunciation in 1495, was able to figure out in his imagination “the crown made of
hearts that the Father brought to Heaven as a gift to the Virgin Mary” [non avendo potuto
essere presente alla mirabil predica, che il Padre fece all’ottava dell’Annunziata, vidde in spirito
quella corona di cuori, che il Padre portò in cielo per donare alla Madonna]; in Vita del P. F.
Girolamo Savonarola dell’ordine de’ predicatori scritta dal P. F. Pacifico Burlamacchi lucchese dello
stesso ordine e familiare del medesimo, Fra Federico Vincenzo di Poggio (ed.), (Lucca, 1764), p. 52.
8

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fol. 43r; Donald Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence:
Prophesy and Patriotism in the Renaissance (Princeton, 1970), p. 151.
9
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heavenly features into a coherent message, showing that social, political, and
moral transformations were possible within a religious framework.10
The presence of such an elaborate object as the three-tiered crown raises
three questions in the historical framework of 15th-century art. First, what work
was it intended to be, namely, what genre did it belong to; second, how could a
15th-century preacher ever manage to conceive and make such a work of art in
so detailed a manner; and third, what kind of audience was he addressing as he
‘designed’ his work? To offer some answers, in this article I consider the textual
and iconographic traditions in which the three-tiered crown can be placed. By
analyzing how Savonarola describes its form and the heavenly environment in
which its transformation into an animated object occurred, I argue that the
allegorical tale centered on the precious object, if read in a more critical light,
goes beyond the ingenuity of a heavenly embassy.
I suggest that the friar’s tale should be interpreted as the illustration of
female agency in helping a city reforming itself, showing how traditional
religious virtues—the humility of Mary—could cope with new values, like the
Virgin’s self-determination and soundness in discerning and judging morality
and, in consequence, political matters. Also, by presenting Mary as crowning
herself with a human jewel—actually, this was the Virgin’s second coronation,

Roberto Ridolfi, “I processi del Savonarola,” La Bibliofilia XLVI (1944): 3–41; Id., “Ancora i
processi del Savonarola,” La Bibliofilia XLVII (1945): 41–47. On journeys to Heaven, see St.
Bonaventura da Bagnoregio, The Soul’s Journey into God, E. Cousins (ed.), (Mahwah, NJ, 1987);
John C. Stephens, Journey to the Underworld and Heavenly Realm in Ancient and Medieval Literature
(Jefferson, NC, 2019).
10
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the first being performed by the Lord after her ascension—and expressing in a
few words the moral and political program for the Florentines to follow,
Savonarola sets the pace for reconsidering anew the heavenly hierarchy and its
connections with the human world.11
In this article I propose that what Savonarola recounted sprung from his
ideas about a specific religious policy as well as from his thought about the
contribution of elaborate artworks to the organization of social structures. This
thought contrasts the common view that Savonarola preferred simple and
unadorned artistic objects to over-ornamented ones that would allure and
corrupt people as much as the idea that Savonarola’s simple and unadorned
style of his mature sermons made a striking contrast to the humanist oratory of
preachers of his time, popular within the Laurentian circle.12 If these views hold
true for the mature sermons, then the Compendium of Revelations, belonging to
the number of mature works, would indeed be an anomaly, since his lengthy
treatment of the fanciful journey to Heaven and the sixteen pages describing the
three-tiered crown for Mary are anything but simple. They testify to
Savonarola’s belief that art could vary according to its function and artworks,

Mary Tuck Echols, The Coronation of the Virgin in Fifteenth-century Italian Art, Ph.D.
Dissertation, University of Virginia, 1976; Thomas Alexander Heslop, “The English Origins of
the Coronation of the Virgin,” The Burlington Magazine 147 (2005): 790–797; Charles Burroughs,
“Indicating Heaven: Botticelli’s Coronation of the Virgin and Mediated Imagery,” Artibus et
Historiae 35 (2014): 9–34 (p. 9).
11

Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence, p. 83; Loretta Vandi, “Re-forming Images through
Lettering. Savonarola’s Heritage in a Corpus of Sixteenth-century Woodcuts in the Biblioteca
Statale (Lucca),” in M. Grivel and E. Lurin (eds.), La lettre de l’estampe. Les formes de l’écrit et ses
fonctions dans la gravure européenne au XVIe siècle (Brussels, 2021), pp. 119–141.
12
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endowed with animated symbolism, could contribute to best convey religious
meaning to any kind of beholders.

The Art-Historical Context
The reconstruction of the art-historical interest in the three-tiered crown
devised by Savonarola—actually, a corona aureola, which differs from the
canonical crown as a reward of special actions—is somehow disappointing.13 It
seems that this work, being a print, hardly fulfilled the requirements for its
inclusion in the canon of 15th-century art. In fact, scholars who have
investigated it were generally interested only in its role in the history of book
illustration, usually leaving aside issues of authorship of the preparatory
drawing and the print itself.
To my knowledge, the first scholar who studied the three-tiered crown
designed by Savonarola and reproduced in August 1495 with a metal-cut and in
September 1495 with a woodcut, was Gustave Gruyer in his 1879 study on the
illustration of Savonarola’s books, where he limited himself to a short
description of the woodcut crown without illustrating it.14 In 1897, art historian
Paul Kristeller, in his survey of early Florentine woodcuts, simply remarked

Edwin Hall and Horst Uhr, “Aureola super Auream: Crowns and Related Symbols of Special
Distinction for Saints in Late Gothic and Renaissance Iconography,” The Art Bulletin LXVII, no.
4 (1985): 567–603.
13

Gustave Gruyer, Les illustrations des écrits de Jérôme Savonarole publiés en Italie au XVe et au XVIe
siècle et les paroles de Savonarole sur l’art (Paris, 1879), p. 140.
14
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that the woodcut was like the copper-engraving.15 In 1936, Domenico Fava
devoted just a few words to Savonarola’s crown, while in 1938, Arthur M. Hind,
writing on early Italian engraving, dismissed the crown metal-cut as
unimportant, having only a slight connection with the Broad-Manner group of
Florentine prints.16
None of the scholars mentioned that the three-tiered crown was a corona
aureola. The most thorough historical and iconographic treatment of the corona
aureola would be brought forth in two articles written conjointly by Edwin Hall
and Horst Uhr in 1978 and 1985. It is regrettable that, among the variety of
iconographic examples discussed by the authors, they do not mention
Savonarola’s ‘work of art.’17 In 1973, reevaluation of the three-tiered crown on
its proper terms would be published by Konrad Oberhuber in a
groundbreaking essay on Francesco Rosselli and the metal-cut Crown of the
Virgin, defining its stylistic and historical value.18 Then, in 1985, Elisabetta
Turelli edited a catalog of an exhibition on the illustration of Savonarola’s

Paul Kristeller, Early Florentine Woodcuts. With an Annotated List of Florentine Illustrated Books
(London, 1897), p. 158.
15

Domenico Fava, I libri italiani a stampa del secolo XV con figure della Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale
di Firenze (Milan, 1936), pp. 54–55 (“Triplice corona della Vergine su fondo nero. Arte
elegante”); Arthur Mayger Hind, Early Italian Engraving. A Critical Catalogue with Complete
Reproduction of All the Prints Described, 3 vols. (London, 1938), III, pp. 149–150, pl. 218 (1).
16

Edwin Hall and Horst Uhr, “Aureola and Fructus: Distinctions of Beatitude in Scholastic
Thought and the Meaning of some Crowns in Early Flemish Painting,” The Art Bulletin LX, no. 2
(1978): 249–270; Hall and Uhr, “Aureola super Auream,” 1985.
17

Konrad Oberhuber, “Francesco Rosselli,” in J.A. Levenson, K. Oberhuber, J.L. Sheehan (eds.),
Early Italian Engravings from the National Gallery of Art, exhibition catalog (Washington, 1973),
pp. 47–59.
18
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incunables at the Biblioteca Nazionale in Florence.19 Timothy Verdon, in his
introductory essay, considers Savonarola as the mediator between the great
preaching tradition of the late Middle Ages and the new humanistic tendencies.
He describes some woodcuts without mentioning the crown, while Turelli, in
her catalog entry, includes a long quotation from Savonarola’s text to describe
both the woodcut and the metal-cut crowns, but did not develop any arthistorical issues.20
In 1995, Rab Hatfield connects the 1495 woodcut crown to Botticelli’s
Mystic Nativity, envisaging a series of questions especially related to the links
between words and images.21 The following year, Mark J. Zucker wrote the
most thorough description of the metal-cut crown, though its iconographic
antecedents were just hinted at.22 The pages that follow owe much to this
scholar’s thoughtfulness in treating a work of decorative art as if it were an

Elisabetta Turelli (ed.), Immagini e azione riformatrice. Le xilografie degli incunaboli savonaroliani
nella Biblioteca Nazionale di Firenze (Florence, 1985).
19

Timothy Verdon, “Il significato delle xilografie savonaroliane nel contesto problematico di
‘Cristianesimo e Rinascimento’,” in Turelli (ed.), Immagini e azione riformatrice, pp. 7–9; Elisabetta
Turelli, “Compendio di Revelatione,” in Turelli (ed.), Immagini e azione riformatrice, pp. 61–68.
20

Rab Hatfield, “Botticelli’s Mystic Nativity, Savonarola and the Millennium,” Journal of the
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes (1995): 89–114 (p. 95).
21

Mark J. Zucker, “Savonarola designs a Work of Art. The Crown of the Virgin in the
Compendium of Revelations,” in V. De Nardo and C. Fulton (eds.), Machiavelli Studies 5 (1996):
119–145 (pp. 125–132). Zucker’s article did not receive the attention it deserved since it was
published in a venue difficult to find in libraries. When reported, it is often referred to with the
wrong date (1966). I warmly thank the anonymous reviewer of my article for providing me with
Zucker’s text, which I was unable to find either in the Florentine libraries or on the web.
22
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independent artwork and analyzing it according to its social and religious
values.

The Three-Tiered Crown at the Gateway to Paradise
In the introduction to the Compedium of Revelations, Savonarola avows
that it was necessity that pressed him to publish the book with the most
important of his visions since many tried to write down what he was preaching,
but their texts came out incomplete or full of misunderstandings. Savonarola
attributes these shortcomings to those who took notes who were unable to run
with their pen as fast as he could with his tongue. He also admits that some
listeners maliciously spread among the people either things he had not said or
corrupted what he did say.23 Savonarola had already shown his concern with
the correct transmission of meaning in the Compendium logicae, written in the
1480s and published on 24 August 1492 and again on 7 June 1497, a topic he
never abandoned during his lifetime.24
Although expressed in an elaborate form, the meaning of the
Compendium of Revelations was simple: glory, power, and wealth were promised
by God to Florence on the condition that she reform and adopt a better way of

23

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fol. 1v.

Savonarola states that “the lovers of sacred scriptures wish to have some knowledge of it;” at
the same time, he points to the causes that keep men from studying such a necessary discipline,
going from its inner difficulty, Aristotle’s obscurity, the involution of various words to many
and so different opinions of the scholars. Girolamo Savonarola, Compendium logicae, in Id., Scritti
filosofici, G.C. Garfagnini and E. Garin (eds.), 2 vols. (Rome, 1982–88), I, pp. 3–4.
24
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life, following some prescriptions. First, she had to feel fear for God and love for
the common good of the city and not for one’s own. Then, she had to search for
universal peace, pardoning those who governed her in the past and preventing
anyone from becoming lord of the city. Granted all this, she still had to form a
General and Great Council like that of Venice as to make available to all the
citizens the benefits of the city and not just to those who could eventually claim
for greatness and power.25 Having disattended these requirements, God
withdrew his promises so that, to retrieve them, Florence needed to devise an
embassy to heaven and the elect ambassador was Savonarola. After excluding
Philosophy and Rhetoric from his companions for his journey, since they only
had power on earth, he chose Faith, Prayer, Patience, and Simplicity.
Embassies go with gifts and so Savonarola offered Mary a most beautiful
crown made by the Florentine citizens, described to St. Joseph who met the
group at the gateway to Paradise (Fig. 3). It featured three tiers progressively
diminishing in size, with twelve, ten, and four hearts respectively, made of
precious stones in the form of inverted hearts. The lowermost row of hearts was
made of green jasper each one surmounted by a pearl and a green pennant;
pearls reappeared in the hearts of the second tier with a ruby at their center,
each surmounted by a pale blue chalcedony while the pennant was white; the
third tier had red carbuncle hearts, each topped by a golden topaz, with a

25

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fol. 10r.
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Figure 3 Frontispiece, in Girolamo Savonarola, Compendio di Revelatione, Florence,
Francesco Buonaccorsi, 1495, BNCF, Magl. Cust. F. 2. Photo: author, artwork in the
public domain

pennant resembling a flame. A single heart at the apex of the three-tiered
crown, composed of many tiny hearts lifting a crucifix, completed Savonarola’s
jewel. All the elements were bound together by golden rays of light.
The crown is adorned with many inscriptions, which Rab Hatfield
described as “an elaborate set of prayers” composed by Savonarola himself
reading the Bible.26 The first row of jasper hearts shows verses from the
Benedictus (Luke, 1:68–70), the Canticle of Zacharias, St. John the Baptist’s father,

26

Hatfield, “Botticelli’s Mystic Nativity,” p. 95.
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and the Ave Maria (Luke, 1:28 and 1:42). The second row of hearts of pearl
presents the first words of the hymn Magnificat anima mea [My soul doth
magnify the Lord] sung by the Virgin during the Visitation (Luke, 1:46–55) and
excerpts from the ten Commandments.
The final, smallest part of the crown with the four carbuncle hearts bears
the names of the four evangelists and references the Nunc dimittis (servum tuum
Domine secundum verbum tuum in pace) [Lord, now lettest thou thy servant
depart in peace according to thy word], the hymn of thanksgiving sung by
Simeon during the presentation of Child Christ in the temple (Luke, 2:29).
According to Mark Zucker, these three evangelical canticles appear on the
crown reflecting the order they were recited daily the hours of the day, namely
the Benedictus at Lauds, the Magnificat at Vespers, and the Nunc Dimittis at
Compline.27
The third tier, too, bears a New Testament quotation from the Gospel of
John (15:12 and 13:35) relating to the love of Christ and his apostles. The threetiered crown contains twenty-seven inscription-bearing pennants with the
initial SP.D., the abbreviation of Sponsa Dei [Bride of God] that belongs to the
first pair of hearts on the lowermost coronet but have been expanded all over
the crown. These were the initials of the words of the first of the so-called
privileges of the Virgin including phrases of entreaty and conventional

27

Zucker, “Savonarola designs a Work of Art,” pp. 125–132.
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honorific titles. At the summit of the crown is a sentence in which Christ urges
men to love each other as he loved all mankind. This sentence surrounds a heart
made of small hearts that, according to Savonarola, meant unity of good hearts
and general peace.28 In the written description Savonarola shows that the
pennants of the second and third tiers feature a series of petitions requested by
him and by the city of Florence.29

The Three-Tiered Crown within Paradise
As soon as St. Joseph, Savonarola, and his companions enter Paradise,
the three-tiered crown receives its naturalistic ornament—free or ordered in
floral garlands—according to a system of rungs, those forming the throne of
Mary at the center of a flowery meadow. In the ornamentation of the first row
of twelve green hearts participate male and female saints, Old and New
Testament figures, all connected to Mary and, also, saints directly referring to
Florence as Zanobi and Antoninus. To the decoration of the second row,
Savonarola invites John the Baptist and David, while to the third row contribute
angels, Mary, and the Christ Child.30
To reach the highest part of Paradise, Savonarola climbs a ladder,
showing the crown to nine angelical choruses, remarkable for the beauty of

28

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fol. 32r.

29

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fols. 30r–36v.

30

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fols. 34r–36v.
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their dresses adorned with precious stones of the same color of the fabric. Green
dresses are ornamented with emeralds; red with rubies; light blue with
sapphires; transparent white with beryl; byssus with onyx; golden brocade with
chrysolite; light green with jasper; light blue with topaz; red with sard.31
Savonarola seems to suggest that it is not the contrast that creates beauty but
the artifice with which the precious stones were applied to the fabric, their
order, and their different reactions to light.
The choruses of angels ornament the three-tiered crown with some
orations in the form of precious stones, the same that adorn their dresses. Mary
and the Christ Child contribute to the ornamentation of the crown, the former
with a small garland made of precious stones to be placed at the top of the
crown, on the last heart; the latter with a small red precious stone, symbol of
His passion, vividly sparkling, put there by an angel at the top of the small
crucifix crowning the jewel.32
It is at this point, after the completion of the crown’s decoration and the
prayer Savonarola addressed to Mary, that the heavenly jewel becomes an
animated object. From all the hearts forming the crown held by Simplicity came
out voices and songs with sweet consonance in this form:
Please remember O Virgin Mother as you will be before God to speak in
our favor and also to turn away His indignation from us.

31

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fols. 37v–38r.

32

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fols. 42r–42v.
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After these words, Savonarola presented the crown to Mary, who graciously
accepted it with benign humility. Placing it on her head, she takes her son by
the hand, leaves her throne, and kneels before the Trinity.33
The crucial importance Savonarola wished to attribute to Mary is
demonstrated by the Trinity’s behavior: listening to the Virgin’s prayers, the
Trinity leaves the final decision on the Florentines’ destiny to her. Returning to
her throne and, after a dramatic silence, Mary utters a few words with which
she grants her protection and support to Florence:
O Florence! Beloved by God, the Lord Jesus Christ, my Son, and me.
Keep the faith, be constant in prayer and steadfast in patience, for with
these you will win through to both eternal salvation with God and glory
among men.34
Although Savonarola is pleased by these words uttered in Latin, he asks Mary
to be more explicit, so the Virgin speaks in the vernacular defining all the steps
needed to arrive at the eternal salvation. To Savonarola is promised the crown
of life along with a long series of troubles for the city. In the end, after putting
his heart in Mary’s hands, the friar descends the same ladder he climbed to
ascend, this time singing with the angels the entire Psalm CXVII in Latin.35

“Procedorono voce e canti con dolcissima consonantia in questa forma: Recordare virgo mater
dum steteris in conspectu dei ut loquaris pro nobis bona et ut avertas indignationem suam a nobis.”
Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fols. 42r–43r.
33

34

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fols. 43r–43v.

35

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fol. 45r-45v.
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Floral Symbolism
The three-tiered crown envisaged by Savonarola lends itself to a series of
considerations. It shows how an artwork can be a self-sufficient entity, all based
on artifice; at the same time, it suggests that the same work of art can be
perfected by the addition of something non artificial. Precious stones and words
constituted form and content of the crown, but Savonarola, in line with the
tendency of Florentine art of his period, devised the participation of nature as
living ornament, the necessary link between life and art, to give the final touch
to his invention.36 As Savonarola progressed in his approach to Mary, seated on
a six-rung throne in the middle of a flowery meadow, reflecting the promise for
a world filled with virtues, each circle of blessed he met, as I have anticipated
above, ornamented the three-tiered crown with specific flowers, differing in
both color and smell.37
It was not by chance that the first ‘mobile’ ornament is offered by young
boys and ‘Innocents’—the babies killed by Herod, St. Joseph explains—who
freely spread small white and red flowers all around the crown, as if they were
prayers. As Mirella Levi D’Ancona showed in her comprehensive study on
floral symbolism in the Renaissance, these small flowers conveyed a message of

Jill Burke, “Republican Florence and the Arts. 1494–1513,” in F. Ames-Lewis (ed.), Italian
Centers of Artistic Italy. Florence (London, 2012), pp. 252–287.
36

37

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fol. 33r.
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both purity in body and soul and charity and love towards the others.38 Next,
the blessed married couples of Anna and Joachim and Elisabeth and Zacharias
add two garlands of sweet violets [viole mammole], the symbol of good actions
performed in humility, while widows and widowers present two more
garlands made of white violets [viole bianche] or carnations [gharofili], a symbol
of Mary and of humility. The widow prophetess Anna, Phanuel’s daughter
(Luke, 2:36) and Mary Magdalene, the woman who substitutes chastity for her
previous sinful life, could not offer white lilies—the quintessential symbol of
purity—since they had lost their virginity.39
Lilies, “very small and marvelously smelling,” recalling purity, are
instead presented by male and female virgins, including St. Catherine of
Alexandria and St. Catherine of Siena.40 Two Florentine saints, Zanobi and
Antoninus, and the Doctors of the Church added small cornflowers [fioralisi
piccoli], whose light blue color pointed at heavenly contemplation, symbolizing
Christ, but also heaven itself.41

Mirella Levi D’Ancona, The Garden of the Renaissance. Botanical Symbolism in Italian Painting
(Florence, 1977), p. 150.
38

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fols. 34v–35r; Levi D’Ancona, The Garden of the
Renaissance, pp. 80 and 398. Levi D’Ancona reports that it was St. Jerome who made the
connection between widows and violets (p. 400).
39

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fol. 35r; Levi D’Ancona, The Garden of the Renaissance,
pp. 210–216.
40

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fol. 35v; Levi D’Ancona, The Garden of the
Renaissance, pp. 113–114.
41
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On a jewel for Mary, roses were mandatory so that red and incarnate
roses appear on two occasions: the first offered by the martyrs, represented by
St. Stephen and St. Sebastian, alluding to their faith, love, and sacrifice; the
second by the apostles and evangelists, among whom St. John the Evangelist
and St. Mark, described in Latin by St. Joseph with a series of colors alluding to
purity, love, and glory: candidiores nive; nitidiores lacte; rubicundiores ebore antiquo;
saphiro pulchriores [whiter than snow; brighter than milk; more reddish than old
ivory; more beautiful than sapphire].42 Savonarola’s text seems to echo what the
Florentine Dominican Giovanni Dominici (1356–1419) wrote in his treatise Libro
d’amore di carità (c. 1390) with regards to the symbolism of the rosebush,
encompassing moral choices, sacrifice, and knowledge:
How much pleases God the white rose, born out of virginity, the red rose
born out of martyrdom, the incarnate rose born out of study and true
doctrine?43
The last naturalistic addition to the crown is not a garland of flowers, but two
branches of a plant with fruits. The patriarchs, prophets, and kings of the Old
Testament, among whom David and, unexpectedly, St John the Baptist, the
precursor of Christ, offer two small palms with dates, like small emeralds,
flanking the second crown of ten hearts. Savonarola describes the meaning of

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fol. 36r; Levi D’Ancona, The Garden of the Renaissance,
pp. 330–348.
42

Ioannis Dominici, Libro d’amore di carità, BNCF, MS Conv. Sopp. J. VIII. 12, chap. VI (this
manuscript once belonged to San Marco monastery); Giovanni Dominici, Libro d’amore di carità,
A. Ceruti (ed.), (Bologna, 1889), p. 5: “O quanto piace a Dio la rosa bianca, nata di virginità, la
rosa rossa nata del martirio, la rosa incarnata nata dello studio e vera dottrina?”
43
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the palm: a plant with short roots, yet large leaves that grow up towards
heaven, comparing it to Florence. The city should care for heavenly things,
paying attention to the worldly matters only if necessary.44 Savonarola does not
hint at two traditional meanings of the palm—triumph and martyrdom—
probably because they were universally known or because they were
unbecoming to the narrative situation.45

Figure 4 Flowers and Palms, in Girolamo Savonarola, Compendio di Revelatione,
Florence, Francesco Buonaccorsi, 1495, BNCF, Magl. E. 6. 36. Photo: author, artwork
in the public domain

By comparing the detailed written description of the variety of flowers
with the two graphic versions, only the palms in the metal-cut are recognizable
in their unmistakable profile while the different kinds of flowers are

44

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fols. 36r–36v.

45

Levi D’Ancona, The Garden of the Renaissance, pp. 279–286.
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indistinguishable, being represented according to the same synthetic manner,
small with a few petals (Fig. 4). To understand the symbolic value of the
flowers, one would need to understand the text. Expert as he was in religious
symbolism, Savonarola chose specific kinds of flowers that were easily
imagined in their form, color, and smell, and, in a way, ‘sensed’, to address both
learned and unlearned readers and/or hearers.

The Animated Flesh
While the series of hearts that constitutes the inner structure of the threetiered crown is an invention of Savonarola, its roots draw on a long symbolic
tradition.46 The key to the interpretation resides in Savonarola’s belief in
harmony within ordered diversity. In fact, the final heart made of small hearts
is encircled by a long passage derived from the Gospel of John (15:12 and 13:35):
Christ commands his apostles to love one another as He has loved them so that
the inscription around the heart reads: “There is one heart and one soul for
them in the Lord.” As Zucker remarks, this passage is the paraphrase of the
initial words of the Constitutions of the Dominican Order used in San Marco
monastery in the 15th century. They derive from the Augustinian Rule, which, in
turn, come from the passage of Acts, 4:32: Multitudinis autem credentium erat cor
et anima una [And the multitude of believers had but one heart and one soul].47

46

Ole M. Hoystad, A Cultural History of the Heart, trans. J. Irons (London, 2007).

47

Zucker, “Savonarola designs a Work of Art,” p. 129, note 14.
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In iconographic terms, Jesus Christ’s heart offered Dominicans the
symbol on which to organize a specific cult. The Dominican St. Catherine of
Siena, even though she is associated with a single, individual heart, is a good
instance. According to the Legend, the heart of Christ substituted for her own.48
Yet Savonarola wanted to stress the importance of a collective sentiment of
repentance and invocation through the main symbol of what it meant to be a
human being.49 Furthermore, he relied on the notion that art had to change
according to its function so that, for the crown as a gift that Mary would enjoy,
it would have been unbecoming to point at the heart as a symbol of suffering, as
treated in many contemporary German woodcuts.
How this manifested in printed images, David Areford wrote that some
were valued less for their iconic connections and more for their level of
simulation, implying an indexical relationship between the woodcut and the
object reproduced.50 This is seen in the 1460s woodcut of the Sacred Heart,
inserted in a small book of texts compiled by Hartmann Schedel between 1463
and 1467 (Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm 692, fol. 71v) (Fig. 5).51

Acta Sanctorum, curante Ioanne Carnandet, Parisiis & Romae apud Victorem Palme,
MDCCCLXVI, Aprilis III, 907–909:178–190 “Cor cum corde Christi commutatum.”
48

49

Hoystad, A Cultural History of the Heart, p. 7.

David S. Areford, “Multiplying the Sacred: The Fifteenth-century Woodcut as Reproduction,
Surrogate, Simulation,” in P. Parshall (ed.), The Woodcut in Fifteenth-century Europe (New Haven
and London, 2009), pp. 119–155 (pp. 141–144).
50

Areford, “Multiplying the Sacred,” fig. 20. Béatrice Hernad, Die Graphiksammlung des
Humanisten Hartmann Schedel (Munich, 1990), pp. 178–179, fig. 31, Christ’s Sacred Heart and two
angels.
51
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Figure 5 The Sacred Heart, colored woodcut, 1463-1467, Munich, Bayerische
Staatsbibliothek, Clm 692, fol. 71v. Photo: author, artwork in the public domain

Here a border of flowers and acanthus leaves surrounds the Sacred Heart,
depicted in red and marked by a black open wound, cut diagonally. Areford
links this cut to the most famous relic kept in Nuremberg, the Holy Lance, so
that the Sacred Heart woodcut would be seen as a physical object in which the
239
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subject matter and the coloring contributed to make the print both a contact
relic and a devotional image.
Yet, the hearts of the crown devised by Savonarola are neither relics nor
objects to touch and feel in acts of private devotion. In their stead, collective
sight and hearing prevail, suggested by the richness of details and the words
Savonarola appended to the image and imagined to be uttered by the choruses
of hearts. As Savonarola makes clear, the hearts forming the three tiers belong
to the beginners (jasper), the proficient faithful (pearl), and the perfect believers
(carbuncle), respectively, who attained the desired harmony demonstrated by
singing in unison, notwithstanding their diversity.

Savonarola and 15th-Century Naturalistic Art
In the Compendium of Revelations Savonarola conflates two of the most
important components of many works of art of his period: description and
narration.52 While the narration is obviously addressed to listeners and readers,
how could one explain his almost obsessive attention to the description of any
details of the crown? Things become even more complex as Savonarola adds
words, voices, actions, and a series of settings framing the actions that take
place. Are not all these elements constituting a realistic object? Here, a short
discussion on 15th-century realism is in order. In a seminal article published in

Stephen J. Campbell and Michael W. Cole, A New History of Italian Renaissance Art (London,
2012), in particular “Migration and Mobility – Portable Art,” (pp. 258–265, 268–269); “From the
Margins to the Center – The World Ends,” pp. 295–300.
52
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1976, Svetlana Alpers countered the contemporary criticism that saw the ‘real’
realism only in the 19th century.53 If the representational art of previous
centuries could not be called ‘realistic’ because it was in essence always
idealistic, what was the function, Alpers asks, of “the dazzling descriptive
surface of Dutch painting”?54
Description seems to go against emotional involvement and, therefore,
more suitable to define objects and clothes, nature rather than human beings
unless they are offered to the gaze in their objectual stillness. Contrary to what
happens in a painting, Savonarola could describe and at the same time narrate.
In fact, he makes description and narration coalesce, a move that frees the
crown from being an object for sustained observation to one ready to act thanks
to the insertion of animation.
Savonarola, after a detailed description, makes his object “react”: he
endows it with a voice, coming from the choruses of singing hearts. In the end,
it is neither the structure made of precious stones and golden rays, nor the
garlands of various flowers that transform the crown in an animated object, but
the unison invocation coming out of the hearts that, eventually, as natural
elements, make the crown “move” towards Mary, an action asking for a
response that promptly came from a “moved” Madonna.

Svetlana Alpers, “Describe or Narrate? A Problem in Realistic Representation,” New Literary
History 8, no. 1 (1976): 15–41.
53

G. Ackerman, review of Linda Nochlin’s Realism (Baltimore, 1971), The Art Bulletin 55 (1973),
p. 469; Alpers, “Describe or Narrate?” p. 16.
54
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Savonarola’s description presents the unique case of the Virgin who
crowns herself, an action made possible because the three-tiered crown,
symbolizing the three paths to perfection, is a human gift rather than a divine
object. Savonarola does not insist on this action, being perhaps to him just a
detail. What he does insist upon are the minutest elements of the crown as
though he had in mind to instruct the maker of such a jewel. It is in this light
that it should be interpreted, I believe, the description of where exactly the
precious stones, the pearls, the golden threads, and the naturalistic flowers
forming small garlands had to be placed as to arrive at an elaborate artwork.55
Another way to interpret Savonarola’s lenticular description, according to Jill
Burke, is that the friar painted word pictures for the mind’s eye, not for real
depiction. Although Savonarola based his preaching style on the Thomist
concept of the efficacy of mental images in understanding divine things, I
believe he treated his image as though he were describing a real artwork, going
through each element, and explaining its meaning.56
Following the narration, the reader witnesses not only the outstanding
ascension of Savonarola, but also how the three-tiered crown consisted of the
ornamental, naturalistic and symbolic at the same time.57 However, in the

As regards garland, the word indicating it, sertum, appears just once in the Vulgata (Isaias
28:5), but in medieval usage it came to connote the crown. See Hall and Uhr, “Aureola super
Auream,” p. 571, note 20.
55

Jill Burke, “Painted Prayers. Savonarola and the Audience of Images,” in Changing Patrons.
Social Identity and the Visual Arts in Renaissance Florence (University Park, 2004), pp. 155–187.
56

On flowers as symbols of virginity in medieval thought, see Hall and Uhr, “Aureola and
Fructus,” p. 264, reporting the tractate Diaetae Salutis, attributed to Pseudo-Bonaventura.
57
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Compendium of Revelations, no illustration features the Virgin Mary wearing the
three-tiered crown not even her self-coronation. Attention is given instead to
single narrative scenes, among which Joseph, Savonarola, and Simplicity, who
carries the covered gift, and to Savonarola’s crown, the precious object that
occupies the whole sheet. In such a way, the symbolic value is increased as
much as the viewer’s interest in analyzing the single parts, the words and, with
them, their support, that is the hearts and the precious decoration.

Mary’s Crown
Before Savonarola’s invention, how many crowns did theological
tradition attribute to Mary? According to Aquinas, the Virgin wore only two
crowns, one of virginity and the other of doctrine.58 In this regard, St. Antoninus
(1389–1459), the archbishop of Florence, in his Summa theologica moralis (printed
in 1477), presents Mary as a doctor, in a magisterium that she had after Christ’s
ascension, teaching the apostles and the evangelists, demonstrating a unique
case of a woman who was allowed preaching.59 Also, a clear statement on
Mary’s role as a preacher is to be seen in a text published in Venice in 1493 and
in Florence in 1497, entitled Vita della gloriosa vergine Maria [Life of the glorious

Thomas Aquinas, Commentarium in Quatuor Libros Sententiarum Magistri Petri Lombardi, 2 vols.
(Parma, 1852-1873), Dist. 49, Q. 5, A. 3, II, 1237, 1239, 1240; Dictionnaire de théologie catholique, IX
(Paris, 1926), 2434.
58

Antoninus Florentinus, Summa theologica moralis (Bergamo, 1995), Pars III, tit. 31, cap. 3, III,
1551.
59
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Virgin Mary].60 In it, St. Epiphanius refers that after Easter of the Holy Ghost,
Mary lived in Jerusalem in the house of Simon “observing and preaching the
doctrine of her son Jesus Christ with sweet speech and beautiful sermons and
by the grace of God she arrived at such a fame for her sanctity that people
flocked to see and listen to her.”61
Mary never had the crown of martyrdom since she never died.62 Richard
of St. Laurent (died c. 1250), in his De laudibus Beatae Mariae Virginis, affirms
instead that Mary was a martyr because of her suffering under the cross and so
she deserved the triple crown.63 Pelbartus of Themeswar, at the end of the 15th
century, in his work Corona Beatae Mariae Virginis, published in Strasbourg in
1493, on fols. 15r–15v stated that the debate was settled, and the doctors agreed
that the Virgin had the triple aureola.64
Savonarola can be placed within this tradition and one can state, with
Zucker, that his conception of the crown is “unrelated to any of the countless
crowns” that appeared in Quattrocento Italian or non-Italian representations of

BNCF, Magl. M. 7. 17, Venetia, Ioannes di Cereto da Trino Mcccclxxxxiii a di xxiiii de
Septembre; BNCF, Magl. B. 6. 17, Florence, Bartolomeo de’ Libri, 1497; Scapecchi (ed.), Catalogo
degli incunaboli, p. 422, nos. 2964, 2965.
60

61

BNCF, Magl. M. 7. 17, fol. 59v.

Aquinas, In libros sententiarum, IV, Dist. 49, Q. 5, A. 3, II, 1237, 1240; Hind, Early Italian
Engraving, I, p. 55; II, pl. 76.
62

63

Hall and Uhr, “Aureola and Fructus,” pp. 258–262.

Ludwig Hain, Repertorium bibliographicum in quo libri omnes ab arte typographica inventa usque ad
annum MD (Milan, 1966), 5748.
64
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the Virgin, going from the ecclesiastical or secular to the real or imaginary.65 At
the same time, to arrive at this assessment, one should not consider the
structure of the crown alone, but also its decoration and, most of all, its
animation. Some years before Savonarola “designed” his crown, Fra Pacifico, a
preacher from Novara (c. 1424–1482) composed a treatise Sumula de Pacifica
Conscientia, accomplished in 1473 and printed in Milan in 1479 by Philippus de
Lavagna at the time of Bona and Giovanni Galeazzo Maria Visconti.66 The small
book was intended to be illustrated by three images, the first of which was a
multi-tiered crown, printed and added as a separate sheet (Fig. 6).
Apart from the precise instructions the author gives to the engraver, the
structure and decoration of the jewel resemble those of a normal crown made of
thin, precious metal. One can clearly see some gemstones, flowers, leaves, and
acanthus scrolls around the inner border, small spheres (probably pearls), and
one large sphere at the apex surmounted by a cross. The crown seems
suspended in the sky between the Archangel Gabriel on the left, and Mary on
the right. Even this multi-level crown is enriched by words as the initial
sentence of each prayer has been written vertically on small strips of metal,
around the circles of three crowns and on the final sphere.67 On the whole, Fra

65

Zucker, “Savonarola designs a Work of Art,” p. 125.

BNCF, Magl. E. 6. 17 (24 March 1479), with no illustrations; Scapecchi (ed.), Catalogo degli
incunaboli, p. 330.
66

67

Hind, Early Italian Engraving, IV, pp. 272–273, pl. 450.
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Figure 6 The Crown of the Virgin, metal-cut, in Pacifico da Novara, Sumula de Pacifica
Conscientia, Milan, Philippus de Lavagna, 1479. Photo: author, artwork in the public
domain
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Pacifico’s crown, though it too is a jewel, shows neither structural inventiveness
nor ornamental variety.
Savonarola, instead, worked within the written tradition discussed
above. He considered Mary as the highest form of human perfection since she
overcame the three main human obstacles to attain Heaven, the world, the
flesh, and the devil, with the corona aureola of martyrs, virgins, and doctors.
Here Savonarola’s three-tiered crown is not pointing at glory, but is one
denoting purity, perseverance, and faith in sorrow.68

Mental Drawing
No specific text can be linked to most portrayals of three-tiered crowns.
In Savonarola’s case, instead, it was the patron himself who left an accurate
description. With no erudite references and just a hint of imagination, he brings
forth the treatment of the last part of the third crown:
As regards the small crown of hearts forming one heart, which I drew
when I said that I had been in Paradise, it was done to prompt everyone
to unity in the civil government, as to arrive at the perfection of the
mentioned Venetian government, in the way we have said above.69

Erwin Panofsky, Early Netherlandish Painting: Its Origin and Character (Cambridge, Mass.,
1953), 2 vols., I, p. 259.
68

“Circha la coronella de’ quori, che si riducevano a uno quore solo, la quale io disegnai quando
io dissi d’essere stato in paradiso, fu per animare ogniuno all’unione del governo civile, per
potere venire alla perfectione di detto governo viniziano, in quel modo che habbiamo detto di
sopra,” in I.D. Rao, P. Viti, R.M. Zaccari (eds.), I processi di Girolamo Savonarola (1498), (Florence,
2001), p. 19.
69
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The expression ‘I drew’ does not mean that Savonarola made a drawing, but
rather the rendering of a mental image.70 Both the invention of the three-tiered
crown and the reference to a mental image were discussed along two lines of
inquiry by Paul Joannides in his 1992 article on Botticelli. The first, which
received some attention, was about the existence of a program for art envisaged
by Savonarola; the second was about his formative experience regarding art.71
As to the former, Joannides rightly relied on the many illustrated books
published under the friar’s supervision, some of them recalling Botticelli’s style,
as the Tractato o vero sermone della oratione. [Treatise or True Sermon of
Praying]72 As to the latter it needs to be clarified and perhaps, I believe,
dismissed altogether.
An episode recounted by Fra Benedetto (Bettuccio Luschino, 1470–c.
1551), a friar of San Marco in Florence, miniaturist, writer, and follower of
Savonarola, refers to a period in Savonarola’s life in which he was the author of
some drawings. Unfortunately, this information is not particularly useful since
it adheres to traditional interpretations of the sources of artistic talent:
[…] the prophet Hieronymo […] possessed a gentle and peregrine
intellect and since childhood he learned alone the art of drawing to a

Savonarola describes how he saw in his imagination a fire and a pope; I processi di Girolamo
Savonarola (1498), pp. 22, 26.
70

Paul Joannides, “Late Botticelli: Archaism and Ideology,” Arte Cristiana LXXXIII, no. 768
(1995): 163–178 (p. 173).
71

Roberta J. Olson, Studies in the Later Works of Sandro Botticelli (Ann Arbor, 1983), pp. 48–51;
Joannides, “Late Botticelli,” p. 175, fig. 15.
72
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high degree and as a pleasant little boy he made or drew some small
animals and figures that he gave to other children.73
The reference to the spontaneous propensity of children to draw from nature
has been used for some artists in a few anecdotes reported by Lorenzo Ghiberti
in 1452 in his Commentaries. He writes that Cimabue, on his way to Bologna,
saw the young boy Giotto drawing a sheep on a rock, having his art by nature,
suggesting that what the child would develop was already present in his early
age.74 But Savonarola as a child in Ferrara did not display any specific artistic
talent, instead his talent lay in facility with words, leading to his becoming a
friar. His ability to ‘design’ the three-tiered crown derives from his remarkable
capacity to observe and describe in words any element of humanity, nature,
and Sacred Scripture.
In the trial that took place in April 1498, previously mentioned,
Savonarola confessed that the fanciful narration regarding his heavenly journey
and the invention of the crown occurred when he was in the Greek library of
San Marco monastery:
The sermon I gave on the Octave of the Lady 1495 [1 April 1495], when I
showed that I had been in Paradise, I did it for reputation and glory. I

Fra Benedetto (Bettuccio di Paolo Luschino), Vulnera diligentis, BNCF, MS Magl. XXXIV, 7, c.
1515, fol. 10r: “Essendo nato il propheta Hieronymo di nobili, honesti et virtudiosi parenti, è da
sapere che nella sua pueritia, il suo avolo gl’insegnò gramatica, la quale arte imparò et
comprese presto, et per essere di gentile et peregrino ingegno et da pueritia comprese da per se
stesso alquanto l’arte del disegno et come piacevole fanciullo faceva overo disegnava alcuni
animaletti et figure et le dava alli altri fanciulli.” See Schnitzer, Savonarola, I, p. 10; Roberto
Ridolfi, Vita di Girolamo Savonarola, 2 vols. (Rome, 1952), I, p. 5; II, p. 86. Also Benedetto
Luschino, Vulnera diligentis, Stefano Dall’Aglio (ed.), (Florence, 2002).
73

Lorenzo Ghiberti, Commentario II, in J. Von Schlosser (ed.), Quellenbuch zur Kunstgeschichte des
abendländischen Mittelalters (Wien, 1896), pp. 373–376.
74
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invented it while standing in the San Marco Greek library. In fact, I had
not been there as I said and invented it to persuade people.75
At the end of 1495, in a letter to a friend—though probably a literary invention
as Giancarlo Garfagnini claims—Savonarola clarified his intentions and faced
the accusations brought against him by affirming that only stupid or malicious
people could have understood that he had been bodily in Paradise, because it
was a wholly imaginary vision.76 In fact:
In Paradise there are no waters, nor animals, nor trees, nor walls, nor
gates, nor ladders, nor seats, nor precious stones; and since I have
explained all these things in a spiritual manner, they could easily have
understood, if they were not grossly ignorant and thickheaded.77
If the ignorant readers had properly read the first pages of his Compendium, as
Savonarola suggested, they would have distinguished two ways in which God
infused the prophet with his truths. The first was a direct form with no
imaginary vision; the second took place in imagination in which varied and
fanciful figures were formed. Within these visions, which came to the prophet
through angels, there were not only images, but sentences.78 Savonarola used

“La predicha che io feci l’ottava della Donna 1495, quando monstrai d’essere suto in paradiso,
la feci per atribuirmi reputatione et gloria et fu una inventione che io feci standomi nella libreria
grecha di San Marcho. Non è infatto là fussi, come la dissi et come m’ingegniai persuadere il
popolo,” in I processi di Girolamo Savonarola (1498), p. 18.
75

Giancarlo Garfagnini, “Savonarola e l’uso della stampa,” in Girolamo Savonarola. L’uomo e il
frate (Spoleto, 1999), pp. 308–330.
76

Selected Writings of Girolamo Savonarola. Religion and Politics, 1490–1498, trans. and ed. A.
Borelli and M. Pastore Passaro (New Haven and London, 2006), p. 287. Exactly these were the
features Savonarola insisted upon on fol. 32v of his Compendium of Revelations.
77

78

Compendio di Revelatione, BNCF, Sav. 146, fol. 2v.
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this description to create his three-tiered crown, an original precious object
made of images and words. In no place did he refer to previous writers who
dealt with a similar object, though he might have known some of them,
especially those of the 13th century and an analysis of these might help our
understanding of the three-tiered crown.
The clear distinction between the generalized crown of beatitude and the
additional reward of the aureola was noted by Albertus Magnus (c. 1200–1280)
who referred to two crowns in beatitude, the one substantial (called the aurea),
the other accidental (called the aureola).79 The most extensive treatment of the
aureola is found in Thomas Aquinas’s Commentary on Peter Lombard’s
Sentences.80 Scholastic abstractions referred to aurea as a reward for virgins,
whose virginity was kept out of love for God, while the aureola was connected
to a work of perfection in the form of a singular victory.81 In Savonarola’s
Compendium of Revelations no explicit reference to aureola is made, though the
description he provides of the three-tiered crown tallies perfectly with the
meaning given by Thomas Aquinas to this attribute of Mary and of some saints.

Albertus Magnus, “Postilla super Isaiam,” in F. Siepmann and H. Ostlender (eds.), Opera
omnia XIX (Münster, 1952), p. 308: “Ea sunt duae coronae in beatitudine, una substantialis, quae
dicitur aurea, alia accidentalis, quae dicitur aureola.”
79

Thomas Aquinas, Commentarium, II, 1233, iv, Dist. 49, Q. 5, A. 1: “praemium essentiale
hominis, quod est ejus beatitudo, consistit in perfecta conjunctione animae ad Deum…Hoc
autem praemium metaforice corona dicitur, vel aurea.”
80

81

Thomas Aquinas, Commentarium, 1236.
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The Dominican hagiographical environment of the 14th century suggests
that the most probable written source for Savonarola’s three-tiered crown is a
passage in Raymond de Vineis of Capua (1330–1399), who wrote the Legenda
admirabilis virginis Catherinae de Senis.82 In it, Semia, St. Catherine’s friend,
describes her vision at the saint’s death:
And on her head were three crowns very skillfully connected or joined
together so that they all appeared as one. The lower crown was silver,
shining with the radiance of snow; the second was silver mixed with
gold and had a reddish glow, as when red cloth is covered over with
threads of gold; the third was pure gold, but interwoven with the others
and decorated with pearls and precious stones.83
Raymond of Capua also wrote a collect, testifying to the presence of the three
crowns: “O Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, who deigned to bestow on
your spouse the blessed Catherine a triple aureola,” seeing her as intercessor for
the faithful.84
Although these texts may have offered inspirational material to
Savonarola regarding the structure of his three-tiered crown, for its decoration
of precious stones he likely relied on Biblical passages––Exodus, 28:17; 39:10;
Job, 28:19; Ezekiel, 28:13; Revelation, 21:20––choosing from them only the
symbolic elements of the theological tradition. The series of animated hearts

Raymond de Vineis de Capua, Legenda major sive Legenda admirabilis virginis Catherinae de Senis,
S. Nocentini (ed.), (Florence, 2013). See also Acta Sanctorum, Aprilis III, curante Ioanne
Carnandet, Parisiis & Romae apud Victorem Palme, MDCCCLXVI, 861–973.
82

83

Acta Sanctorum, Aprilis III, 955: 372.

84

Acta Sanctorum, Aprilis III, 956: Annotata.
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(twelve in the first, ten in the second, and four in the third tier), the inscriptions
on them (Mary’s privileges, invocations and prayers to), and the naturalistic
components comprising two ‘real’ small palms with dates and flowers (violets,
lilies, cornflowers, and roses) as colorful ornaments to the crown, were
Savonarola’s inventions, making the three-tiered object a heavenly jewel, to be
found in no contemporary text.85

The First Editions of the Compendium of Revelations
Thus, the three-tiered crown was not the product of an artistic mind, but
instead reflects Savonarola’s attention to the word-image relationship, as an aid
to the understanding and memorization of content. For this reason, many of
Savonarola’s publications include illustrations.86 They comprise either the
author’s portrait, a scene of his preaching, or a series of images either narrative
or symbolic as in the Treatise of Humility and in the Sermon about the Art of Dying
Well.87 The illustrations in the Compendium of Revelations are an almost perfect
visual counterpart to Savonarola’s description.88 As noted before, the designs of

85

Hatfield, “Botticelli’s Mystic Nativity,” pp. 94–95, on inscriptions.

Gruyer, Les illustrations des écrits de Jérôme Savonarole; Turelli (ed.), Immagini e azione
riformatrice.
86

BNCF, Magl. Cust. C. 7, Tractato della humilita composto per frate Hieronymo da Ferrara, 1492;
BNCF, Magl. Cust. E. 7, Predica del arte del bene morire, 1499; Turelli (ed.), Immagini e azione
riformatrice, pp. 55–59 and 87–89; Lorenzo Polizzotto, “Dell’arte del ben morire. The Piagnone
Way of Death, 1494–1545,” I Tatti Studies. Essays in the Renaissance 3 (1989): 27–68.
87

88

Gruyer, Les illustrations des écrits de Jérôme Savonarole, p. 114, 137, 140, and 141.
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the crown are known to us through a metal-cut printed on a separate sheet, and
a woodcut, part of the quire of the book, both examples printed in Florence in
1495.89 While the metal-cut sheet ‘migrated’ to illustrate other texts, as in the De
penitentia [On Penance] written by Ephrem of Syria,90 the woodcut, as far as I
was able to find out, was printed only in the text for which it had been
originally conceived.91
The first vernacular and Latin editions of the Compendium of Revelations,
with just one metal-cut representing the Virgin’s crown facing the beginning of
the work, were both published in 1495 by Francesco Buonaccorsi in August and
October, respectively.92 (Fig. 7) However, not all Buonaccorsi editions bear the
metal-cut illustration, confirming that the image was printed on a separate
sheet and added later as frontispiece to the text. This was probably due to the

According to Piero Scapecchi, it was Savonarola himself who suggested to print the metal-cut
crown in a single sheet as to sell it independently of the book. Piero Scapecchi, “Edizioni
savonaroliane, edizioni popolari,” in A.F. Verde and R.M. Zaccaria (eds.) Il Santuario di Santa
Maria del Sasso dalla protezione medicea al Savonarola. Storia, Devozione, Arte (Florence, 2000), pp.
69–73 (p. 71).
89

90

BSLu, Inc. 241a, Sermo Sancti Ephren de penitentia ab Ambrosio e graeco in latinum traductus.

BNCF, Magl. Cust. F. 3, Compendio di Revelatione, Impresso in Firenze per ser Lorenzo
Morgiani & Giouanni di Maguntia Anno. M. cccclxxxxv. Die Primo Septembris (1 September
1495), 1–48, 4o, rom. This 1495 edition bears five illustrations. BNCF, Palat. E. 6. 3. 31, Compendio
di Revelatione, Impresso in Firenze per ser Lorenzo Morgiani & Giouanni di Maguntia Anno. M.
cccclxxxxv. Die Primo Septembris (1 September 1495), 1–48, 4o, rom., with four illustrations.
BNCF, Sav. 146, Compendio di Revelatione, Impresso in Firenze ad instantia di ser Piero Pacini
da/Pescia Nel anno MCCCCLXXXXVI a di XXIII Daprile (23 April 1496), 1–48, 4o, rom., with
five illustrations. BNCF, Guicciardini 3. 6. 11, Compendio di Revelatione, Impresso in Firenze ad
instantia di ser Piero Pacini da/Pescia Nel anno MCCCCLXXXXVI a di XXIII Daprile (23 April
1496), 1–48, 4o, rom., with six illustrations.
91

92

BNCF, Magl. Cust. F. 2 and BNCF, Magl. Cust. F. 1.
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Figure 7 Francesco Rosselli, The Three-Tiered Crown for the Virgin Mary, metalcut, in Girolamo Savonarola, Compendio di Revelatione, Florence, Francesco
Buonaccorsi, 1495, BNCF, Magl. E. 6. 36. Photo: author, artwork in the public
domain
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Figure 8 Florentine woodcutter, The Three-Tiered Crown for the Virgin Mary,
woodcut, in Girolamo Savonarola, Compendio di Revelatione, Florence, MorgianiPetri, 1496, BNCF, Guicc. 3. 6. 11. Photo: author, artwork in the public domain.
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technical problem of printing a metal-cut along with a printed page, an issue
never faced by the printers who used woodcuts.93
Another vernacular edition, printed by Lorenzo Morgiani and Johann
Petri of Maguntia [Mainz] appeared on the first of September 1495, just
thirteenth days after the Buonaccorsi publication.94 Moreover, the MorgianiPetri edition was enriched with four to six woodcut illustrations, including
Savonarola preaching in the Cathedral of Florence, the four virtues, St. Joseph,
and the Devil disguised as hermit, in dialogue with Savonarola. The most
outstanding among the illustrations is the woodcut at the center of the book
representing the Virgin’s crown, an image rather different in both iconography
and style from the metal-cut illustrating the Buonaccorsi edition. (Fig. 8) More
than the narrative illustrations, it is the three-tiered crown in the Buonaccorsi
and Morgiani-Petri versions that casts light on the relationship between written
and visual descriptions as well as the possibility that an example of ornamental
art could become either an independent artwork, a symbol of uttered prayers,
or both.
It is often asserted that intrinsic differences between a metal-cut and a
woodcut allow the former to depict scenes with more subtlety and the latter

BNCF, Palat. E. 6. 3. 133 bis (279); Guicciardini 3. 6. 13 (II) and (III); Sav. 347; Zucker,
“Savonarola designs a Work of Art,” pp. 121–123.
93

The Morgiani-Petri edition was reprinted on 23 April 1496 on behalf of Piero Pacini da Pescia
(BNCF, Guicciardini 3. 6. 11 and Sav. 146) but with no names of the printers (probably
Francesco Buonaccorsi).
94
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Figure 9 Francesco Rosselli, The Three-Tiered Crown, metal-cut, in Girolamo
Savonarola, Compendio di Revelatione, Florence, Francesco Buonaccorsi,
1495, BNCF, Magl. E. 6. 36, detail. Photo: author, artwork in the public
domain.

Figure 10 Florentine woodcutter, The Three-Tiered Crown, woodcut, in Girolamo
Savonarola, Compendio di Revelatione, Florence, Morgiani-Petri, 1496, BNCF,
Guicc. 3. 6. 11, detail. Photo: author, artwork in the public domain.
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to define them by simple lines or using sharp contrasts of black and white
surfaces.95 Still, apart from technical features, their differences point to
something more important: two distinct ways to interpret a text describing a
sophisticated artwork. The woodcut sacrificed what could be imaginatively
integrated by the viewer to favor a plain, but incorrect—at least for modern
beholders—view of the object. Close analysis of some details of the crown will
clarify my point.
In both metal-cut and woodcut illustrations the number of hearts is
correctly reproduced for each tier—twelve, ten, and four—and the crowns are
three-dimensionally represented. However, in the metal-cut the crown is placed
in space with the rear parts out of view. (Fig. 9) In the woodcut all twelve, ten,
and four hearts are visible in the foreground, depriving the rear parts of their
components. (Fig. 10) Substantial differences are also found in the written
prayers, invocations, monograms, and the added ornaments—free flowers and
garlands—including the top of the crown. Savonarola wrote that the flowers
were small as not to cover Mary’s face and had to be like a frieze, a suggestion
that the metal-cut engraver took literally, but not the woodcutter.
The viewer observes that the flowers listed in Savonarola’s description
have become a series of leaf-garlands, sacrificing specificity to legibility in the
woodcut. In contrast, in the metal-cut the engraver minutely rendered each leaf

Arthur Mayger Hind, An Introduction to a History of Woodcut with a Detailed Survey of Work
Done in the Fifteenth Century, 2 vols. (London, 1935); Zucker, “Savonarola designs a Work of
Art,” pp. 121–123.
95
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and petal; in the woodcut all has undergone a reduction and part of the
ornament is transferred to the upper sections of the sheet, outside the crown,
with pearls and precious stones hanging from the frame.

Authorship
The names of both the artist who designed the crown for the Buonaccorsi
metal-cut illustration and the engraver are still debated, while the MorgianiPetri woodcut illustration has never raised any specific question about its
author. The Buonaccorsi metal-cut engraving, in its complexity, was equaled by
none of the crowns once attributed to the engraver Maso Finiguerra (1426–1464)
in the illustrated Florentine Chronicle of 1450s.96 In this collection of engravings
three-tiered crowns are represented only for God, Linus, Priam, the Queen of
Sheba and King Solomon.97 Especially the hat worn by the latter (Fig. 11) is a
clear three-tiered structure, like a tiara. In this regard, a telling example is
offered by The Mass of St Gregory, a work attributed by Arthur Hind to a
Florentine engraver of c. 1460–1470, who perhaps developed a German model

Sidney Colvin, A Florentine Picture Chronicle being a Series of Ninety-Nine Drawings Representing
Scenes and Personages of Ancient History Sacred and Profane by Maso Finiguerra (London, 1898);
Lucy Whitaker, “Maso Finiguerra, Baccio Baldini and the Florentine Picture Chronicle,” in E.
Cropper (ed.), Florentine Drawing at the Time of Lorenzo the Magnificent (Bologna, 1994), pp. 181–
196.
96

Colvin, A Florentine Picture Chronicle, figs. 20 (God); 52 (Linus); 56 (Priam); 69 (the Queen of
Sheba and King Solomon).
97
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Figure 11 Florentine
engraver, The Queen
of Sheba and King
Solomon, metal-cut,
fifteenth century,
detail. London,
British Museum.
Photo: artwork in the
public domain.

Figure 12
Florentine
engraver, The
Mass of St.
Gregory,
metal-cut, c.
1460–1470.
Photo: from
Hind, An
Introduction, I,
p. 42, no. 44.
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by the so-called Master of the Banderoles.98 St Gregory’s tiara is a three-level
conic structure. (Fig. 12)
Savonarola’s three-tiered crown is a tiara without being, at the same
time, a tiara in the proper sense: It keeps the conic or beehive form, but the
three tiers are not fixed to the fabric structure that forms the rigid support of the
papal hat. Beyond the formal similarity, however, it is the symbolic meaning of
such a hat that matters in the gift to Mary devised by Savonarola. The
Dominican friar seems to suggest that the Virgin is unique among women not
only for the known oxymorons by which she is described—virgin and mother;
daughter of her son; humble and glorious—but also because she is the only
woman who could wear a crown like the papal one.
Mark Zucker argued that the author of the Buonaccorsi metal-cut crown
was likely Francesco Rosselli (1448–before 1527),99 a miniaturist, printmaker,
engraver, and cartographer, and brother of the Florentine painter Cosimo
Rosselli.100 Francesco Rosselli has been described as the most important
Florentine engraver in the Broad Manner that differed from the previous Fine
Manner engraving in that the spacing between the lines was broader, there was
no crosshatching and on the whole regularity prevailed. More like

98

Hind, An Introduction to the History of Woodcut, I, p. 42, no. 44.

Mark J. Zucker, “Francesco Rosselli,” in The Illustrated Bartsch, 24, Commentary, pt. 2 (New
York, 1994), pp. 1–109; pp. 1–7 (on the artist); 104–106 (on the metal-cut crown).
99

Mirella Levi d’Ancona, “Francesco Rosselli,” Commentari 16 (1965): 56–76; David Landau and
Peter W. Parshall, The Renaissance Print, 1470–1550 (New Haven and London, 1994), pp. 12–13;
72–73; 108–112; 295–297.
100
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contemporary pen and ink drawing, an engraving in the Broad Manner
presents parallel lines that shape the forms by running diagonally across the
sheet.101 Although there are no undisputed and dated works attributed to
Francesco Rosselli as engraver, his style has been reconstructed through the
connection of some details that reappear in artworks created by the artist using
other media.102
Zucker’s judgment about Rosselli’s expressive power and participation
in the religious tendencies of his time, especially in relation to Savonarola, was
negative.103 Yet if one goes beyond stylistic evaluation of Rosselli’s engravings,
one discovers that, even in non-figurative prints, he was able to interpret
Savonarola’s religious message in a lively manner, adding some details to the
already rich crown, which transformed the object into living ornament.
Clear features of Rosselli’s style are the delicacy found in the rendering
of the golden beams that resemble flames and the accuracy in tracing the small
flowers and the leaves of the garlands at the basis of the first crown; (Fig. 13)
the hearts that seem swollen as though they were beating; the heart at the top of
the last crown surmounted by the Crucifix, made of small hearts of different

Mark J. Zucker, “Fine Manner v. Broad Manner in Two Fifteenth-century Florentine
Engravings,” Metropolitan Museum Journal 25 (1990): 21–32.
101

Sean Roberts, “Francesco Rosselli and Berlinghieri’s Geographia Re-Examined,” Print
Quarterly 28, no. 1 (2011): 4–17.
102

Zucker, “Francesco Rosselli,” in The Illustrated Bartsch, 24, pt. 2, p. 5: “But there is nothing in
his engravings that reveals the spirit of a man who has meditated on or felt deeply about the
religious, philosophical or political issues that troubled, and exited the age in which he lived.
He was, in short, a rather ordinary figure in more ways than one.”
103
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Figure 13 Francesco Rosselli, The Three-Tiered Crown for the Virgin Mary,
metal-cut, in Girolamo Savonarola, Compendio di Revelatione, Florence,
Francesco Buonaccorsi, 1495, BNCF, Magl. E. 6. 36, detail. Photo: author,
artwork in the public domain.

Figure 14 Francesco
Rosselli, The Three-Tiered
Crown for the Virgin Mary,
metal-cut, in Girolamo
Savonarola, Compendio di
Revelatione, Florence,
Francesco Buonaccorsi,
1495, BNCF, Magl. E. 6. 36,
detail. Photo: author,
artwork in the public
domain.
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size adjusted to completely fill in the pine-form. (Fig. 14) The same delicacy and
vividness can be detected in some prints with decorative panels and, also, in an
engraving featuring the Scala della vita spirituale sopra el nome Maria [Ladder of
Spiritual Life on the Name Mary], 1495, a text written by a faithful supporter of
Savonarola, Domenico Benivieni (1460–1507), the younger brother of the poet
Girolamo.104 (Fig. 15)
No specific draughtsman and woodcutter have been proposed for the
Morgiani-Petri three-tiered woodcut crown. In 1985, Maria Grazia Ciardi Duprè
dal Poggetto suggested a series of artists of the second half of the 15th century
who likely contributed to the formation of iconography and style of woodcuts
printed in Florentine books. She recognized many hands at work in the creation
of the drawings for the matrixes: from Perugino to Bartolomeo della Porta, from
Domenico Ghirlandaio to Botticelli. Also, she attributed to Bernardo Cennini,
an expert woodcutter, the most accomplished illustrations that appear in the
books printed by Bartolomeo de’ Libri, Lorenzo Morgiani, Johann Petri,
Antonio Miscomini, Antonio Tubini and Lorenzo D’Alopa, all working in the
second half of the 15th century.105

On the decorative borders and on the Scala della vita spirituale, BNCF, B. 5. 22 and Cust. A. 5,
see Zucker, “Francesco Rosselli,” in The Illustrated Bartsch, 24, pt. 2, pp. 24–25; 98–101; 107–109.
See, also Scapecchi (ed.), Catalogo degli incunaboli, p. 128, no. 427.
104

Maria Grazia Ciardi Duprè dal Poggetto, “Analisi stilistica, ipotesi attributive e storiche a
proposito delle xilografie degli incunaboli savonaroliani,” in Turelli (ed.), Immagini e azione
riformatrice, pp. 11–20. See also Nicoletta Pons, “L’unità delle arti in bottega,” in M. Gregori et
al. (eds.), Maestri e botteghe. Pittura a Firenze alla fine del Quattrocento (Cinisello Balsamo, MI,
1992), pp. 251–260.
105
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Figure 15 Francesco Rosselli, The Ladder of Spiritual Life, metal-cut, in
Domenico Benivieni, Scala della vita spirituale sopra el nome Maria, Florence,
Bartolomeo de’ Libri, 1495, BNCF, Magl. B. 5. 22. Photo: author, artwork
in the public domain.
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However, no document supports the attribution of the woodcut crown to
Bernardo Cennini. What seems certain is that the Morgiani-Petri crown, though
sharing some elements with the Buonaccorsi metal-cut crown, shows important
differences in iconography and style that suggest a different conception of
forms and a different hand. Furthermore, the woodcut crown stands out for its
dense and heavy ornamental rhetoric, revealing more abundant decoration and
artificiality than naturalism—the distinctive mark of the Buonaccorsi metal cut’s
‘animate’ hearts. As regards words, in the woodcut they are large and heavy,
placed horizontally and unfolding as in an ancient epigraph.
I believe that the author of the woodcut crown also created the figural
scenes for the Compendium of Revelations and worked for other editorial
undertakings of the Morgiani-Petri enterprise in the 1490s related to other
Savonarola’s texts, such as the Trattato dell’oratione mentale [Treatise of the
Mental Prayer], 1495; Operetta molto divota sopra e’ dieci comandamenti [Much
Devout Short Work on the Ten Commandments], 1495; (Fig. 16) Predica dell’arte
del ben morire [Sermon on the Art of Dying Well], 1496, and Epistola a tutti gli
eletti di Dio [Epistle to All the Elected of God], 1497.106 In one illustration in the
Predica dell’arte del ben morire, there appear two decorative panels that remind us
of the manner and ornament used in the Morgiani-Petri crown. (Fig. 17)

Turelli (ed.), Immagini e azione riformatrice, BNCF, Cust. C. 23, pp. 137–138; BNCF, Cust. G. 1,
pp. 117–118; BNCF, Cust. D. 1, pp. 109–112. See also Nicoletta Lepri and Antonio Palesati,
“Prolegomeni allo studio delle xilografie negli incunaboli savonaroliani. Dal Convento di S.
Marco di Firenze a quello di S. Domenico di Quito,” Memorie domenicane 117, no. 31 (2000): 85–
133.
106
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Figure 16 Florentine woodcutter, Girolamo Savonarola and the Nuns of Le Murate
Convent, woodcut, in Girolamo Savonarola, Operetta molto divota sopra e’ dieci
comandamenti, Florence, Morgiani-Petri, 1495, BNCF, Cust. G. 1. Photo: author,
artwork in the public domain.

Figure 17 Florentine woodcutter, Physician and Ill Man in Bed, with
Angels, Devils, and Death, woodcut, in Girolamo Savonarola, Predica
dell’arte del ben morire, Florence, Morgiani-Petri, 1496, BNCF, Pal. E. 6. 3.
34, fol. 12r. Photo: author, artwork in the public domain.
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Both crowns echo Savonarola’s description, one that seems to go against
his ideas of simplicity and restraint he used to contrast contemporary figurative
artworks. Although a work of religious art, and although figurative, its richness
and splendor belong to ornamental art with no apparent limits to variety of
materials and colors since it was a gift for Mary.107

Improbable and Probable Iconographic Antecedents of Savonarola’s Crown
St. Francesca Romana’s Visions
Five decades before Savonarola journeyed to Heaven, St. Francesca
Romana (1384–1440), the founder of the Olivetan Oblates in Rome, had visited
the Virgin Mary in some of her mystic visions.108 While Savonarola wrote down
his own visions, Giovanni Mattiotti, the confessor of St. Francesca Romana,
recorded her heavenly journeys some years after her death in 1440.109 In these
journeys, resulting from her elevatio mentis [mind’s elevation], she saw the
Virgin Mary wearing a three-tiered crown. Notwithstanding the visionary
heavenly journey and the description of the crown on Mary’s head, it is highly

On Savonarola’s ideas about art, see Gruyer, Les illustrations des écrits de Jérôme Savonarole.
Schnitzer, Savonarola, II, pp. 379–425; Roland M. Steinberg, Fra Girolamo Savonarola, Florentine
Art, and Renaissance Historiography (Athens, Ohio, 1977).
107

Giulia Barone, “Francesca Romana santa della Riforma cattolica,” in A. Bartolomei
Romagnoli and G. Picasso (eds.), La canonizzazione di Santa Francesca Romana. Santità, cultura e
istituzioni a Roma tra Medioevo ed età moderna (Florence, 2013), pp. 125–137.
108

Giovanni Mattiotti, Vita di S. Francesca Romana. Scritta nell’idioma volgare di Roma del secolo XV,
M. Armellini (ed.), (Rome, 1882); Alessandra Bartolomei Romagnoli (ed.), Santa Francesca
Romana. Edizione critica dei trattati latini di Giovanni Mattiotti (Città del Vaticano, 1994).
109
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improbable that Savonarola borrowed anything from both the written and
figural Roman examples.
Savonarola never travelled to Rome between 1469, the year in which
Francesca’s biography was written, and 1495, the year his Compendium of
Revelations was published.110 Even though he had undertaken such a journey, it
is unlikely that he visited the House of the Olivetan Oblates, known as Tor de’
Specchi, where the manuscript biography was kept. As to the printed
biography, it was published after the 1495 edition of the Compendium.111 Also,
the two images of Mary’s crown that follow the description of St. Francesca’s
visions, differ strikingly from Savonarola’s crown. The first (1442–1448) comes
from the polyptych, now dismembered, for the chapel of the Oblate in Santa
Maria Nova in Rome (New York, Metropolitan Museum),112 (Fig. 18) attributed
to a Latium workshop; the second can be seen on the walls of the House’s
Oratory, depicted by Antoniazzo Romano in 1468.113 (Fig. 19)

110

The manuscript in the Vatican Library is shelf-marked Armadio XII, caps. I no. 23.

Acta ex autographo Romano ms. Auctore Joanne Mattiotti ipsius Sanctae confessarius, in AA. SS.,
Martii, II (Antuerpiae, 1668), *92–*176.
111

George Kaftal, “Three Scenes from the Legend of Santa Francesca Romana,” The Journal of the
Walters Art Gallery 11 (1948): 50–61; Beatrice Cirulli, “Documenti sulla fondazione e dedicazione
della cappella delle oblate di santa Francesca Romana in Santa Maria Nova e una ipotesi sulla
sua più antica decorazione (1442–1448),” in A. Bartolomei Romagnoli (ed.), Francesca Romana. La
santa, il monastero e la città alla fine del Medioevo (Florence, 2009), pp. 247–271. The three small
panels are one in the Walters Art Gallery in Baltimore and two in the Metropolitan Museum in
New York.
112

Giuliano Milani, “Tre committenti per santa Francesca. Le fonti del ciclo della Chiesa Vecchia
di Tor de’ Specchi (1468),” in La canonizzazione di Santa Francesca Romana, pp. 525–550; Suzanne
M. Scanlan, Divine and Demonic Imagery at Tor de’ Specchi, 1400–1500. Religious Women and Art in
Fifteenth-century Rome (Amsterdam, 2018), pp. 89–97.
113
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Figure 18 Latium
workshop, The
Virgin and
Francesca holding
the Christ Child,
tempera on
wood panel, first
half of the 15th
century, New
York,
Metropolitan
Museum. Photo:
artwork in the
public domain.

Figure 19
Antoniazzo
Romano, The
Virgin with the
Christ Child, the
Communion and
Consecration of
Francesca Romana,
1468, Wall
painting, north
wall, Tor de’
Specchi Oratory.
Photo: artwork in
the public
domain.
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Apart from the form and size of the three-tiered crown never mentioned
in St. Francesca’s visions, in both panels and wall paintings the artists rendered
all the details described by the saint in his fifteenth vision that occurred on
Christmas, 1432, giving the crowns the shape of an open fan, narrow at the
basis, large at the top, with a system of double garlands: of white roses in the
first tier; of lilies in the second, and of precious stones in the upper one:
[…] in one and the same crown there were three crowns, one above
another; by the first was denoted humility of the Mother of God, and this
crown was pure white, and adorned with shining white roses, the lower
garland denoting the firm faith of the Virgin, and the upper one of this
same crown her purity; for each of these crowns had two garlands, a
higher and a lower. The second crown signified her virginity, and had a
lower garland for her burning charity, and another above to denote her
prudence; this crown had also twelve lilies of gold, in each of which was
a certain star […] And the third and uppermost crown denoted her great
glory, and its lower garland showed forth the Virgin’s courage, and the
upper one her justice and mercy.114
It is likely that the description of the precious stones that ornamented the upper
part of the crown—diamond, carbuncle, sapphire, emerald, ruby, beryl,
chalcedony, garnet, cornelian, topaz, and star sapphire—was a learned addition
by the biographer, but this helps clarify the issue of influence of a text on
another or, notwithstanding similarities, its independence. Important passages
of both Old and New Testaments were common knowledge of both theologians
and friars so that the similarities between passages in Mattiotti’s and

Kaftal, “Three Scenes from the Legend,” p. 56; Mattiotti-Armellini, Vita di S. Francesca
Romana, pp. 52–55; Bartolomei Romagnoli, Santa Francesca Romana, pp. 65–95.
114
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Savonarola’s description of Mary’s crown may be due to their derivation from
the same source.

Wall Painting in San Marco, Florence
Considering vicinity and availability as two important conditions that
may allow a visual borrowing, there are good reasons for believing that the
three-tiered crown verbally ‘constructed’ by Savonarola had its visual
iconographic antecedents in San Marco, the most important Dominican
monastery in Florence.115 At the time Savonarola entered it in 1482, Fra
Giovanni Angelico’s works on panels and walls for the Dominican monastery
had been completed. Given the devotion to Mary among the Dominicans, the
Coronation of the Virgin was one of the most popular reproduced subjects. As
was customary, Mary wears a halo of light representing the corona aurea, the
circular nimbus.116 From the 13th century onward, a crown of Gothic form
started to appear in addition to the halo, reflecting the presence of the corona
aureola, smaller in size than the halo, but enhancing its meaning.117
This is seen in the crown in the wall painting of the Coronation of the
Virgin in the cell 9 of the eastern corridor of San Marco monastery, painted by

115

Tito S. Centi (ed.), La chiesa e il convento di San Marco a Firenze (Florence, 1989).

William Hood, Fra Angelico, San Marco, Florence (New York, 1995); Mariella Carlotti, Il luogo
della memoria: l’opera di Beato Angelico nel convento di San Marco a Firenze (Florence, 2013), pp. 19–
23.
116
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Hall and Uhr, “Aureola and Fructus,” p. 254.

273
https://digital.kenyon.edu/perejournal/vol7/iss4/9

Vandi

Fra Giovanni Angelico in 1438–1445.118 (Fig. 20) Yet it can hardly be considered
a direct inspiration for Savonarola’s three-tiered crown, since, though made of
gold, it is a simple crown, with a conic central part and just one series of pearls
and some rubies. While pearls and rubies are both present in Savonarola’s
description of the three-tiered crown, they only compose a small part of the
compound crown-jewel. Needing further visual elements, Savonarola likely
found inspiration in illuminated manuscripts.

Figure 20 Fra Giovanni Angelico, Coronation of the Virgin, 1438–1445, wall
painting, Florence, San Marco monastery, cell 9. Photo: artwork in the
public domain.

118

Magnolia Scudieri, Gli affreschi dell’Angelico a San Marco (Florence, 2004), pp. 45, 66–67.
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Illumination in San Marco, Florence
An important choral book, whose miniatures are partially attributed to
Fra Giovanni Angelico, is MS 558, called Missal of San Domenico, from the
Dominican monastery at Fiesole (Florence, Museo of San Marco), written by Fra
Benedetto and dated to c. 1430–1435.119 On fol. 41v Fra Angelico depicted a
scene of the martyrdom of the Dominican Peter of Verona (1205–1252),
replicating a subject he had already painted in the Triptych of St. Peter Martyr of
1425–1427 (Florence, Museo of San Marco).120 (Fig. 21) St. Peter Martyr received
the triple aureola as seen in his office in the Breviarium Praedicatorum Ordinis, III
kalendae Aprilis. The Lauds antiphon recites: “Peter, the new resident, ascends
crowned to the heavens, endowed with the triple aureola.”121
In the manuscript, as much as in the panel, the crowns are three in
number and are depicted in white, gold, and red. However, we don’t know
when MS 558 was moved from San Domenico at Fiesole to San Marco at
Florence, while it is documented that Zanobi Strozzi in 1453–1454 reproduced
the same image in a Gradual, MS 516, fol. 10v, a manuscript for San Marco
monastery.122 (Fig. 22) In case Savonarola had seen the initial letter

Magnolia Scudieri and Giovanna Rasario (eds.), Miniatura del ’400 a San Marco. Dalle
suggestioni avignonesi all’ambiente dell’Angelico (Florence, 2003).
119

Magnolia Scudieri and Sara Giacomelli (eds.), Fra Giovanni Angelico: pittore miniatore o
miniatore pittore? (Florence, 2007), pp. 42–43, fig. 32.
120

“Petrus novus incola caelos laureatus ascendit aureola triplici dotatus, alleluia,” in Breviarium
Iuxta Ritum Sacri Ordinis Praedicatorum (Rome, 1603), p. 671.
121

122

Scudieri and Giacomelli (eds.), Fra Giovanni Angelico, pp. 207, 211.
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Figure 21 Fra Giovanni Angelico, Martyrdom of St. Peter of Verona,
Missal of San Domenico, MS 558, 1430–1435, fol. 41v, Florence, Museo
of San Marco. Photo: artwork in the public domain.
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Figure 22 Zanobi Strozzi, Martyrdom of St. Peter of Verona, Gradual, MS
516, 1453–1454, fol. 10v, Florence, Museo of San Marco. Photo: artwork
in the public domain.
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illuminated by Zanobi Strozzi, he improved its iconographic scheme, linking
the three crowns as to make them an ascensional structure corresponding to the
ascending tone of the whole narration. Moreover, Savonarola added a
profusion of precious stones, pearls, and flowers, of the latter specifying even
the colors—white, rose, red, blue, and violet. True, these colors, apart from
white and red, do not appear in the three crowns in the scene of Peter’s
martyrdom but prevail in the body and in the acanthus leaves of the initial
letter P.
However important colors might have been for the written description of
Savonarola’s three-tiered crown, they were not structural features of the printed
rendition of the heavenly jewel. This is the reason why a look at contemporary
printed images, the closer in technique to the Buonaccorsi and Morgiani-Petri
crowns, may be revealing about the variety of suggestions Savonarola might
have had that neither wall-painting nor illumination would have exhausted.

Printed Images
In the second half of the 15th century, in and around Florence,
representations of the aureola were rather common in prints featuring saints.123
The most familiar forms of this small crown floated above the head of a saint or
were supported by angels. St. Dominic (1170–1221), founder of the Order of

123

Hind, Early Italian Engraving, II, pls. 11, 16, 35, 36, 37, 42, 43, 49, 62, 63, 66, 67, 76, 107.

278
Published by Digital Kenyon: Research, Scholarship, and Creative Exchange, 2021

Peregrinations: Journal of Medieval Art and Architecture, Vol. 7, Iss. 4 [2021]

Preachers, is often represented with a double aureola, the first signifying
virginity, the second referring to his being a doctor, as in the unique impression
of c. 1460–1480 of Florentine origin in the Museum of Fine Arts in Budapest.124
(Fig. 23) After 1461, the date of St. Catherine’s canonization, some Florentine
printers produced woodcuts featuring the saint according to the attributes
described by Raymond of Capua.125 In a colored woodcut of 1477, an
independent sheet glued in the binding of a German version of the Psalms
(Basel, Öffentlich Kunstsammlung), St. Catherine is crowned by Jesus Christ
and two angels.126 (Fig. 24) It reflects the same style of a Florentine print
reproducing the Martyrdom of St. Peter of Verona.127 On the left of the Basel
woodcut, the hand of the Lord squeezes a heart on the roof of a church covering
it with blood. Here one of the attributes of St. Catherine of Siena—the heart—
plays an important symbolic role according to her Legend, where Christ’s heart
substituted for that of the saint.128 If this was the case, Savonarola adopted the
visual idea and transformed it in a series of hearts that made up his crown.

124

Hind, Early Italian Engraving, II, pl. 66.

Lamberto Donati, “S. Caterina da Siena nelle stampe del ’400,” Studi Cateriniani I, no. 2 (1924):
49–75; Anabel Thomas, “Images of St. Catherine: A Re-evaluation of Cosimo Rosselli and the
Influence of his Art on the Woodcut and Metal Engraving Images of the Dominican Third
Order,” in G. Neher and R. Shepherd (eds.), Revaluing Renaissance Art (Aldershot, 2000), pp.
165–186.
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Donati, “S. Caterina da Siena,” pp. 58–61.

Arthur Mayger Hind, Catalogue of Early Italian Engravings preserved in the British Museum
(London, 1910), p. 23, no. 14.
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Acta Sanctorum, Aprilis III, 907–909:178–190.
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Figure 23 Florentine engraver, St. Dominic, 1460–1480, Budapest, Museum of
Fine Arts. Photo: artwork in the public domain.
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Figure 24 Florentine woodcutter, St. Catherine of Siena, colored woodcut,
1477, Basel, Öffentlich Kunstsammlung. Photo: artwork in the public domain
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Another woodcut, illustrating St. Catherine of Siena’s Dialogo de la seraphica
virgine Sancta Catherina da Siena de la divina providentia [Dialogue of the Seraphic
Virgin St. Catherine of Siena on the Divine Providence], 1483, may have offered
further suggestions to Savonarola. It shows the enthroned saint as a learned
woman, giving books to Beatrice d’Este and Isabella of Aragon.129 (Fig. 25) At
the same time, her role as virgin, martyr, and learned woman is conveyed by
three crowns, the first offered by God, the second by the Virgin Mary on the
left, and the third by St. Dominic on the right.130
Although the book was printed in Venice, it had been published, as the
colophon attests, for the Florentine printer and publisher Lucantonio Giunta
who might have sold the text in Florence.131 The three crowns do not differ in
size and decoration; however, I believe that it was their number that might have
suggested a combination in one and the same structure, as already described by
the matron Semia in St. Catherine’s Legend, in which the crowns were “very
skillfully connected or joined together so that they all appeared as one.”132

BNCF, Magl. B. 6. 3, sheet 200 x 143 mm; woodcut 150 x 109: “Impressa in uenetia per mathio
de codeca da parma ad instantia de maestro lucantonio de zonta fiorentino del lanno del.
Mccccxxxiii. Adi xxvii de mazo” [27 May 1483]; Scapecchi (ed.), Catalogo degli incunaboli, p. 169,
no. 776.
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BNCF, Pal. E. 6. 2. 67, sheet 211 x 154 mm; woodcut 151 x 108: “Impressa in uenetia per
mathio de codeca da parma ad instantia de maestro lucantonio de zonta fiorentino del lanno
del. Mccccxxxiii. Adi xvii de mazo” [27 May 1483]; Scapecchi (ed.), Catalogo degli incunaboli, p.
169, no. 776.
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William A. Pettas, The Giunti of Florence. A Renaissance Printing and Publishing Family. A
History of the Florentine Firm and a Catalogue of the Editions (New Castle, 2013).
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Figure 25 Anonymous woodcutter, St. Catherine of Siena Enthroned and
Crowned, in Dialogo de la seraphica virgine Sancta Catherina da Siena de la divina
providentia, Venice, Codecà, 1483, BNCF, Magl. B. 6. 3. Photo: author,
artwork in the public domain.
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The Destiny of the Three-Tiered Crown
The destiny of the three-tiered crown did not end with the publication of
the Compendium of Revelations. For the procession organized by Savonarola for
Palm Sunday on 27 March 1496 in Florence, in which all the quarters of the city
participated, the Florentine poet Girolamo Benivieni (1453–1542) composed a
Lauda “Viva ne nostri cuori, o Florentia” that was sung publicly. In it, Benivieni
reminds the Florentines of the words uttered by the Virgin Mary by quoting a
passage from the Compendium of Revelations:
O Florence, city beloved by God/by my Son and by me, keep strong and
lively/your faith, prayer and patience/for by them the power is given/to
make you ever blessed in heaven with God/and honored here on
earth/among other [cities] like a sun among stars.133
In addition to this Lauda, some records refer to the crown devised by
Savonarola in his text, this time represented on a panel. During the Palm
Sunday procession in 1496, it stood out
a humble and devout tabernacle, in which the Savior on a donkey was
depicted, surrounded by many people laying their clothes on the ground,
and represented as if they were singing at high voice Hosanna filio David;
in front of him was depicted a Virgin of admirable beauty with that
crown, held by angels, that Savonarola gave her as he went as
Ambassador to her.134
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Selected Writings of Girolamo Savonarola, p. 231.
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Vita del P. F. Girolamo Savonarola, Fra Federico Vincenzo di Poggio (ed.), p. 110; Hatfield,
“Botticelli’s Mystic Nativity,” p. 96.
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Another contemporary observer of the procession, the Florentine chronicler
Piero Parenti (1450–1519), recorded a slightly different account of the two
images:
After the four quarters […] there followed under a canopy a panel on
which was painted our Lord on the ass and facing him were the Jews
laying down their robes and spreading them before the ass […]. Also
depicted on the said panel was a crown, in accordance with the vision of
the afore-mentioned Fra Girolamo but before the panel were carried two
real crowns dedicated to the King and Queen of eternal life.135
A third eyewitness was the speziale [apothecary] Luca Landucci (1436–1516), a
Piagnone, who, in his Diario fiorentino [Florentine Diary], though describing the
tabernacle with the depiction of Jesus, refers neither to the image of Mary nor to
the two real crowns:
At the head of this procession there was a tabernacle with a painted
Christ upon the ass, as He rode through the streets of Jerusalem on Palm
Sunday; and over it the umbrella [canopy] was carried, whilst all cried
Christ our king! through the whole city.136
But which one of the two crowns might the painters have taken as a model?
Although the metal-cut is no doubt the most elegant and detailed, these very
features would have made it less suitable for a work to be seen from afar, while
the woodcut crown, though rather essential in form and ornament, thanks to its

135

Selected Writings of Girolamo Savonarola, p. 239. See also Piero Parenti, Storia Fiorentina,
A. Matucci (ed.) (Florence, 1994), p. 327: “E dopo e 4 quartieri […] sotto un padiglione seguiva
una tavola in cui dipinto era Nostro Signore su l’asino, e incontro e’ Giudei paranti le veste […]
era alsì in detta tavola dipinta la corona, secondo la visione del prefato frate Ieronimo, ma inanzi
alla tavola portate erano due vere corone, dedicate al Re e alla Reina di vita eterna.”
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Luca Landucci, Diario fiorentino dal 1450 al 1516, continuato da un anonimo fino al 1542,
I. Del Badia (ed.), (Florence, 1883; reprint, Florence, 1969), p. 128; A Florentine Diary from
1450 to 1516 by Luca Landucci, continued by an Anonymous Writer till 1542, with Notes by
Iodoco Del Badia, trans. A. De Rosen Jervis (London, 1927), p. 104.

285
https://digital.kenyon.edu/perejournal/vol7/iss4/9

Vandi

clear distinctions between structural and decorative parts, had more chances to
be seen and understood.

Conclusions
In his visionary journey, Savonarola is both the spokesman for Florence
and the prophet who sees the conjoint participation of believers and Heaven in
composing in the most attractive and complete manner a human-heavenly
object. The precious crown does not seal the end of the journey, but marks the
beginning of a new epoch, this time on earth, reproducing the Heavenly
Jerusalem, a role in the Compendium of Revelations in which Florence would be
entitled. In Savonarola’s view, the city of Florence, within the Revelation’s
tradition, was the place in which institutional concerns were the consequences
of religious preoccupations, at the same time individual and collective. This was
also the idea of his follower Fra Benedetto Luschino who, in his text Nova
Hierusalem, c. 1517 (fol. 3v), derived from the Compendium of Revelations the
description of the heart made of small hearts, symbol of unity and general
peace among citizens, a passage denoting pressing religious and political
concerns in a Savonarolan fashion still in the second decade of the sixteenth
century.137 (Fig. 26)
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Stefano Dall’Aglio, “Riflessioni sulla figura di Bettuccio di Paolo Luschino,” Memorie
Domenicane XXIX (1998): 453–483.
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Figure 26 Fra Benedetto (Bettuccio di Paolo Luschino), Portrait of Girolamo
Savonarola, in Fra Benedetto, Nova Hierusalem, c. 1517, BNCF, MS FN II.
VIII. 123, fol. 1r. Photo: author, artwork in the public domain.
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For Savonarola, the three-tiered crown was the visual realization of the
harmony among Florentine different classes, expressed by means of large and
small hearts. For us, it is one of the friar’s unexpected concessions to a taste for
variety of colors and lights. As Mark Zucker wrote, the text is the only in-depth
description of a 15th-century jewel, ready to be transposed into a real threetiered crown. I would add that it bespeaks an extremely exercised eye in
observing and describing a compound work of jewelry, more complex than the
lenticularly elaborate crowns depicted by Jan van Eyck. It was also a way to
praise the craftsmanship of Florentine goldsmiths, able to create a work worthy
to be worn by the Virgin Mary.
Nonetheless, even within art there are limitations. What the engraver
could not render were not the colors—they could be added later even with
some difficulty given their variety—but the most fascinating part of
Savonarola’s description, namely the hearts’ voices climaxing towards the
enthroned Mary, organized as though they were lively components of sacred
choruses chanting in unison with an increasing pitch. This was the feast
Savonarola could admit, the ethic merriment directly contrasting the disordered
enjoyment expressed by the Florentine people during carnival. But there is
more in it that meets the eye.
This compound crown of flesh, sound, and light was the work of art
Savonarola intended as utterly justifiable in a social context. By means of it, he
showed how to praise the artistic ideas of the patron, the high craftsmanship of
288
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the artist, the consideration of the subject to whom the work was addressed,
and the wealth of ornament that was conceived neither for static and
enrapturing contemplation nor to corrupt the viewer. The work of art he meant
as deserving this name had to act socially so that especially portable artworks
could fulfill this task whenever brought in their proper contexts. The
participation the works of art called for was not through criticism, not even
through history but through manifestation of feeling expressed through colored
voices.
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